Specificity of plasma cells in the rheumatoid synovium. I. Immunoglobulin class of antiglobulin-producing cells.
Plasma cells synthesizing rheumatoid factors (RF) were identified by fluorescent staining of sections of synovium and macrophage-depleted cells from dispersed synovial tissue. The latter avoided problems related to sampling errors in studying tissue sections and in the uncertainty raised by the staining of macrophages with intracellular complexes. Plasma cells producing IgG predominated, and seropositive patients had a higher proportion of IgM producers than seronegative subjects. None the less, in both groups of patients more than 90% of the IgM plasma cells were synthesizing RF, whereas the corresponding figure for IgG was between 50% and 60%. Only around 10% of IgA plasma cells were positive for RF. The high percentage of IgM plasma cells making RF would tend to argue for an IgG-specific response and against direct polyclonal activation as the stimulus. The percentage of IgG-producing cells positive for RF is also consistent with a dominant response to IgG. Accepting the difference in the relative proportion of total IgM- to IgG-producing plasma cells in seropositive as against seronegative patients, the close similarity between the two groups in the fraction of cells making RF favours the view that the two groups have a comparable underlying immunopathology dependent on IgG autosensitization. From the technical standpoint, the dispersed cell method gives results in line with those obtained with sections but which are easier to read, whereas the fluorescent techniques described give clear and reproducible results for the detection of RF of different heavy-chain isotype.